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“Subtle words with significant meaning”
and concealments in the writing of Han-Xiongnu War 
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Hung-An Lin 
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Abstract

Sima Qian opposed the outbreak and the consequences of wars between the Han 
Dynasty and Xion-Nu under the reign of Emperor Wu. Under the political pressures, 
he was reluctant to conceal the errors of the Emperor, still was not able to criticize 
them obviously. Therefore, he followed the spirits and tradition of Confucius's 
Chunqiu (Spring and Autumn Annals) of rhetorical writing of Weiyan Dayi (subtle 
words with significant meaning) in his Shiji (The Record of Grand Historian). This 
easy work of how Sima Qian criticized the Emperor on the warfare with subtle ways 
and how he concealed the faults of the Emperor in the battle of Mayi. This essay also 
discusses the misfortune of Han Ango and the disasters from the Emperor’s decision 
of war.

Keywords: Shiji (The Record of Grand Historian), the Emperor of Wu, subtle 
words with significant meanings, concealment writing, battle of Mayi
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